
   
 

 
 

Parshiot Matot / Masei – July 9, 2021 – 29 Tammuz, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

There has, in recent months, been considerable censure directed at the pressure 
experienced by individuals in particular circles – politics, academia and high 
profile sports/entertainment among the most prominent – to publicly espouse a 
set of views that conform to those of their associates.  This so-called “cancel 
culture” is often depicted as an especially malignant outgrowth of progressive 
thought (as if this pressure to conform was felt exclusively in realms where that 
ideology is dominant).   But this neologism disguises how widespread and deeply 
rooted the pressures for ideological and social conformity have been in American 
society and how connected this pressure is to our national desire to frame our 
views and positions in terms of more fundamental discussions of values and ideals 
(rather than an arbitrary aesthetic).   

It can – and has – been argued that this aspiration to act and frame our actions 
relative to a higher sense of purpose is actually an ennobling feature of American 
society.  Indeed, it could be identified as one of the many ways in which core 
aspects of our secular society are in fact rooted in the Judeo-Christian texts and 
traditions that our own people birthed.  Indeed, Jewish thought encourages – one 
might go so far as to say, commands – us to ground our thoughts and actions in 
deeper truths.  And it can be argued that the entire rabbinic enterprise (i.e., the 
Judaism we know and live today) is an attempt to extend the implications of the 
Toraitic text to such mundane arenas as our mode of diet (kashrut), dress 
(shatnes and tzniyut), business practices (bans on usury, fair measures, wages) 
and modes of association. 

That said, it would be hard to argue that traditional – or even, contemporary – 
Jewish thought could whole-heartedly endorse the type of “virtue signaling” that 
is now widespread across the political spectrum.  The evidence for this is found in 
the first of this week’s twin Torah portions, Parashat Matot (paired with Masei) 
which opens with a discussion of vows and their serious implications.   



   
 

 
 

To be sure, the discussion opened in Parashat Matot and further developed in an 
entire tractate of the Talmud (Nedarim) devoted to vows is not intended to 
discourage individuals from aligning their words or actions with their ideals.  This 
is taken as a given.  However, there is in rabbinic thought a healthy skepticism as 
to just how often or across what breadth of topics an individual can have “deeply 
held” views – views so central that their expression (in traditional circles) would 
warrant the invocation of God’s name in attestation. 

Our tradition takes speech seriously.  Very seriously.  Indeed, the creation of the 
universe – like the solemnification of every sacred union – is understood to be 
effected by the utterance of select, carefully chosen words.  But for these 
statements to maintain their potency.  For language itself to have any value, it 
must be deployed judiciously. 

Have your views – and live by them -- the rabbinic corpus seems to argue.  But 
choose your battles and make sure that the views that you espouse today 
represent positions adopted with sufficient consideration and critical analysis to 
ensure that you will still stand by them at some distant point in the future, even 
as the political or social winds shift. It is hard to imagine that all the entries in the 
broad (and ever-evolving) platforms that our peers imply we should uncritically 
endorse could possibly rise to this standard.  So, we must – as a certain hotdog 
commercial once advocated – hold ourselves to a higher standard. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

P.S. – Looking forward to seeing many of you in-person at our Shabbat service this 
evening at 8 p.m. and reminding you of the arrival of Menachem Av, the solemn 
month of commemoration of national tragedies that begins this Shabbat. 


